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The Russian Messenger began the publication of The Idiot
in January, 1868. Dostoevsky, in speaking of this novel, said
- that he had never had a richer subject, but that he had not
succeeded in expressing one-tenth of his ideas. Nevertheless
The Idiot ranks as one of his major works, along with The
Possessed and The Brothers Karamazov.
In the story, Prince Myshkin, an epileptic, returns from a
clinic in Switzerland, where a professor has treated him out
of charity. He is an orphan and knows nothing of life. All
that he has in the world is a meager bundle of clothes.
"I am perfectly convinced," the professor says to him,
"that you are an absolute child, that is to say, a child in the
true sense of the word, and the only adult thing about you is
your size and face. In development of character, of soul, per-
haps even of intelligence, you are not a grown man, and you
will remain as you are even if you should live to be sixty
years of age."
This child of twenty-six is deferential without being ob-
sequious, he is timid, good and naive. He has not lived, or at
least he has not lived actively. He has spent his life in inward
contemplation, living outside of the social wall, outside of
the world of "twice two makes four." He is untainted by
contact with people, and when he finds himself among his
fellow men, in a great city filled with knaves, libertines,
clowns, and drunkards, he behaves like an intruder.
On his arrival in St. Petersburg he pays a visit to General
Epanchin who is vaguely related to him and from whom he
expects to receive advice about his personal affairs. Fresh
from his seclusion, Myshkin displays his awkwardness. He
makes long speeches to the footman, he blunders before the
general's secretary, and later in the course of an inspired
tirade, breaks a Chinese vase. This vase is a symbol of the